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Chapter One
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Hot sweat dripped down Eli’s face. His legs, up to his hips, were heavy. His head felt like it belonged to someone who had been dragged for miles by a dozen mules and left for dead. The air was cold, but his body burned as he stared subconsciously into the darkness. A sickly smell, a cross between rusty metal and vinegar, wafted around him. He tried to remember where he was, but his recollection of events from the night before did not match the powerless state he found himself in. Although his heart was pounding heavily in his chest, to him, it felt strangely nonexistent. It was as though his body, from his waist up, belonged to someone else, and everything he’d ever known had vanished.

He slipped in and out of consciousness, and just as he was starting to make sense of his surroundings, two uniformed men barged through the door and headed straight for his bed. His first instinct was to run, but the men subdued him and loaded him onto a stretcher. He woke up in a crowded hospital ward with two tiny windows and a stained ceiling. 

“Where am I?” he asked, surprised at the sound of his own voice. He’d been unable to speak before then.

A woman muttered something in Spanish and patted his shoulder to calm him. 

“I need...” He started to say and moved his head frantically from side to side before a heavy hand pushed him down while the woman stuck a needle in his arm and sent him back into deep unconsciousness.
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______________________

It’d been six months since the elderly gentleman handed Eli the contest flier in front of the grocery store on his early morning run. Eli wasn’t one to fall for hustles, but the man had been too persuasive. He had insisted that Eli take a second look at the grand prize for eight lucky winners, boldly printed on the Dream Voyage contest flier.

“An all-expense-paid trip to Costa Rica for a period agreed upon by the contest promoters and the winners. The Catch—contestants receive a brand new Q phone reconfigured with an advanced dating app to help them find ‘their one true love.’”

His excitement had built as he’d read each word. For as long as he could remember, he’d imagined a new life full of intrigue, adventure, and no Jesse. Without hesitation, Eli entered the contest online, hoping against hope that he would be considered worthy of a miracle by the good man above. Two days later, he received the phone that was promised to all entrants, and from then on, he swiped left and right, day in and day out, until he found Contestant 102. Number 102 had everything going for her. She was beautiful, intelligent, and accomplished, and seemed to accept Eli for all he was.

The selection process was more stringent than he had expected since the rules did not allow contestants to share photos on the app. Each participant rated their perceived level of physical attractiveness using a scale that ranged from one to ten. They also had to support their score by providing details of the physical characteristics that informed their assessment. These included their height, weight, age, skin tone, hair color, and their body measurements. Since accuracy was paramount, the results underwent verification by the contest organizers. Any contestants found fudging the numbers by more than a few points were immediately disqualified. 

The dating process was exciting enough to drag Eli out of the hole his lackluster relationship with Jesse had created. He texted 102 daily while Jesse was at work. When she was home, he hid for hours in the bathroom and the garage to engage in his new favorite pastime. He became so enamored with 102 that he began to see the light at the end of the tunnel. In his mind, he’d finally found a way out of his desperate situation.

At the end of the two-month dating period, Eli received a prompt to submit his Q phone to the specified drop box location. He and the other contestants remained under intense scrutiny to ensure no one broke the rules while they waited for the results of the contest. The thought of what losing could entail—never getting the chance to meet 102, coupled with the alternative—spending the rest of his life with Jesse, drove him into depression. It also did not help that the contest rules prohibited the contestants from revealing their true identities to each other, making it impossible for him to contact 102.
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Chapter Two
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Eli awoke as he did every morning to Jesse’s grating tone as she ran around their small two-bedroom townhouse, gathering her things for work. The sound of her voice always infuriated him. Her griping never stopped from the second she woke up to the moment she left for her cold, dingy office on the east end of town. 

“I left some coffee on the counter,” she said hoarsely. “You better get off your lazy ass and pour yourself a cup before it gets cold.”

This statement would always come before a loud bang as she slammed the door to enter the garage. Eli knew this routine all too well. He always waited for the cranking sound of her 1998 Honda as it blasted through the neighborhood and off into the Boston traffic before burying his head under the pillow and squishing it tightly around his ears.

The pounding Eli felt in his head from the whiskey he downed nightly after losing his job was in full effect, but on this particular day, he felt different. For some reason, he’d woken up without the usual sadness he’d felt since that fateful day. He had given four of his best years to Feline Construction, believing that one day he would be lucky enough to be considered for vice president. The owner, Bill Schumacher, had abruptly sold the company out from under his fifteen loyal employees. It had been a year since the new management had interviewed him in Bill's former office and found him wanting. Eli’s misguided proclamation that in less than a year, he would rise to the role of a vice president in the company, which he had helped build, had not panned out. He was considered ambitious, and there was fear that he could become a bad influence on the other employees, whom they were desperately struggling to indoctrinate into their new way of thinking. 

Eli could not forget the look on Jesse’s face that day as he walked through the door with a cardboard box filled with his meager belongings.

“I hope this is not what I think it is,” Jesse muttered, tumbling out of the sofa. The air in the dimly lit room was heavy with anticipation as she picked herself up, eyeing the package Eli was carrying. It was a plain, nondescript box, and Jesse couldn't shake the feeling that it held more than met the eye. 

“Can you at least wait for me to settle down?” Eli had pleaded, remaining in the doorway of the townhouse, a small space that had become a refuge from the chaos in the outside world. But now, even that sanctuary left him with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“Why can’t you hold down a job?” Jesse had taunted, pouting and shaking her head in disdain as she shifted uncomfortably in her seat, her eyes carrying more than a hint of disappointment. 

“Do you want to know what happened or not?” Eli had asked in a monotone.

“Okay. Tell me,” Jesse responded, moving to the edge of the seat, preparing to scram at a moment’s notice.

“We...Because...” Eli’s voice had trailed off. He was exhausted, and Jesse’s badgering hadn’t helped matters. At that moment, all he wanted to do was step out the door and head anywhere that would keep him as far away as possible from Jesse.

“If only you could read the writing on the wall for once,” Jesse had continued, slapping the back of one hand loudly into the other, causing Eli to jump at the sound despite being much bigger than her. “You’ve wasted so many chances. I know it’s not easy to make it in your industry, but you don’t help matters by always putting up a challenge once something doesn’t go your way.” 

“Jesee, this was not my fault,” Eli said, looking her straight in the eye.

“Whose fault is it then?” she mumbled, yanking her purse from a hanger and stepping out the door before Eli could utter another word. 

Eli swallowed hard, his shoulders slumping with the weight of acceptance yet horrified by what he felt was heartlessness on Jesse’s part. He remained standing for a few minutes, the box still in his hands, unable to move or open his mouth to speak. It was true he had never made it past the first-year mark at all the other jobs he held since he met Jesse ten years prior, but this instance was different. He had been entirely dedicated and had been able to keep it for four years. In his mind, he deserved more credit than Jesse was willing to give him, but he never got the chance to explain. 

The pain of her actions was palpable, and he needed a strategy to regain some of his power. Giving Jesse the cold shoulder was the only way Eli knew to punish her. This approach certainly helped him even the score because, above everything else, Jesse hated being ignored. 

With the silent treatment in place, Eli entered his “early retirement,” as he termed it, in peace, free from Jesse’s control, but this lasted only a few days. His need for intimacy had led him to break the ice between them, further worsening his situation. Jesse cursed him out at every opportunity. She even demanded that he keep track of his daily activities and report to her at the end of each day to ensure he made the best use of his time while she was away. Life became so intolerable for him that he couldn’t imagine how he could survive another day with her. He desperately needed something, one that would turn his situation around, and soon. 
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______________________

Eli had begun to lose hope of ever meeting 102 when his cell phone rang while he was about to doze off after Jesse left for work in her Honda. He scrambled out of bed to pick up the phone from where he had left it on top of a pile of clothes during his late-night binge. 

“Hello!” he answered, his chest heaving in excitement as he waited for the caller to speak.

“I’m from Tidal Tours. I hope we didn’t get you at a bad time,” the high-pitched female voice on the other side said after pausing for a second.

“Did you say Tidal Tours?” Eli answered.

“Yes. I’m an agent of the company. Is this a good time to speak?” 

“Absolutely! I’ve been expecting your call for months now. Please go on... Continue!”

“First, we need to confirm a few things. Are you Eli... Dubrowsky?”

“Yes! This is Eli,” he said, now unable to contain himself.

“What is your contestant ID,” she said tersely.

“Erm...101.”

“Everything checks out with the information we have on file. One more thing. Can you please confirm the contestant ID for your match? I promise that will be the final verification step before I tell you why I called you this morning.”

“That’s easy. 102,” Eli blurted out like a fourth grader with an axe to grind. 

“Thank you. That also checks out. We’re calling to inform you that you’ve been selected as one of the winners in the ‘Dream Voyage’ contest. From the thousands of entries we received, we have selected eight winners for the grand prize, and you’re one of the lucky ones. Now, we’ll need a few things from you to process things on our end and get you on your way to enjoy your win.” 

Eli gasped and shook his head. “Can you repeat what you just said?” he pleaded.

“I said that you’re one of the winners of our grand prize in the ‘Dream Voyage’ contest,” the caller repeated slowly. 

Eli was frozen to the spot, unable to speak, move, or even swat the fruit fly that was about to perch on his nose. He stood there with the phone in his hand for several long seconds after the caller finished speaking. His life had become so unbearable that he couldn’t believe his luck. He’d stopped dreaming, so he couldn’t imagine something this good could come his way.

“Hello...Are you there?” the agent asked, rousing Eli from his reverie.

“I’m so sorry. I needed a moment to digest this information,” he responded, “I wanted to be sure I heard you right.”

“I believe I was clear enough,” the agent responded with a chuckle.

Eli shook his head fiercely and blinked twice to make sure he was not dreaming. It took him another moment to fully regain his senses. He then glanced around the untidy room as many thoughts flew through his mind, Contestant 102 being chief among them. “This is the best news I’ve heard in a long time!” he exclaimed, jumping on the spot. As his thoughts drifted to Jesse, he screeched “This will teach her a lesson...” at the top of his voice.

“Pardon me?” the caller asked in a flustered tone. 

“Sorry. I didn’t mean for you to hear that,” he apologized after realizing he had vocalized his deepest, darkest thoughts to another person. He’d been waiting for an escape for so long. Finally, his chance had come. “Where do we go from here?”

“We have some contracts for you to sign at our office this afternoon. You will be required to leave within the next three weeks, but the exact date of your travel will be entirely up to you.”

“What time do you need me there?” he asked expectantly.

“Any time after noon. Bring along two pieces of ID and your passport. I have sent our address to your email.”

“Thank you,” Eli responded as the phone call ended with a click. He was now fully awake, and his initial shock was wearing off and was being replaced by unfathomable joy. 

Still in his night clothes, he waltzed through the rooms in the house, singing a tune he remembered from childhood. Occasionally, he’d stop and pinch himself to confirm all this was really happening to him. He threw on his bathrobe and stepped outside the townhouse to pick up the morning papers but immediately ran back when a blast of February wind hit his face. It was still a couple of hours till noon, so he poured himself a cup of coffee and grimaced as he walked past the dirty kitchen sink. Dishes and leftovers from last night’s dinner littered the counter. 

He growled in disgust as he stepped on a piece of fruit and almost toppled to the ground. “I’ll be damned if I touch any of this,” he muttered under his breath. He was about to be free from chores and all his other responsibilities, and he felt truly liberated for the first time in his life.

After a quick shower, he draped one of his good suits over the sofa and then took his phone to call Jesse. On the third ring, Eli heard her weary voice. “Hello, hello. Can I call you back? I’m heading out to an important meeting. Have you cleaned the kitchen from last night’s dinner?”

“What the heck are you asking me?” Eli shouted. “Have I cleaned the kitchen? Am I your maid? For once, can you try cleaning it yourself? Besides, I also have an important meeting to attend this afternoon.”

“What meeting? A job interview?” Jesse squealed, ignoring his outburst.

“No. Not for a silly job,” Eli responded, scoffing at the excitement in her voice. He was so happy to disappoint her and resented her even more for her one-track mind. 

“What is it for then?” Jesse asked after a brief silence.

“The topic is too heavy for the phone. I should wait till you get home.”

“Try me.”

“Well...It’s about a contest I entered about six months ago.”

“Okay? Did you win?” Jesse asked impatiently.

“I was—” 

“Oh my God!” Jesse exclaimed before he could finish his sentence. “I’m so sorry, Eli. I’m almost late for my meeting. Can we discuss this when I get home? I really do have to go now,” she pleaded and hurriedly hung up the phone.

Eli’s jaw dropped as he stared at the phone in astonishment, muttering something under his breath before hanging up and dressing up to leave.
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Chapter Three
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At Tidal Tours, Eli took the elevator to the fortieth floor, the topmost in the building. As he entered the reception, he was greeted by a petite woman in a clean-cut navy blue skirt suit with stiletto boots. The woman’s face lit up with a smile as she approached him.

“I’m Felicia, your tour representative,” she said with her hands outstretched. “How are you doing? I hope it wasn’t too hard for you to find us.”

“I’m doing extremely well. Your office was a bit out of my way, but not a problem,” Eli mumbled as he shook her hand and deliriously thought about Contestant 102.

“Well. I’m glad you made it on time. Do you have your passport or driver’s license? Either one of them will do for now.” 

“Here’s my driver’s license,” Eli replied, handing it to her. 

She took one look at the plastic and then at Eli. “Come with me. There’s lots of paperwork to go over in my office,” she said, leading the way.

They passed a row of cubicles and a corridor with massive glass windows that provided breathtaking views of Boston's financial district. Its sleek condos and stately banks were exquisitely designed, each one more imposing than the next. When they arrived at Felicia’s office, she closed the door behind them and ushered him to a seat before taking another seat across from him. 

“Congratulations again!” she said, sweeping her sand-colored hair to one side and giving him a long stare. “You’re one lucky guy.”

“I know,” Eli said with a twisted smile. “I never considered myself lucky before now. I guess there’s always a first time for everything. Thank you and your team for making this happen.”

“The contest was so popular,” Felicia continued. “There were so many entries. In fact, thousands of them. At some point, we considered increasing the number of winners, but the sponsors changed their minds at the last minute. You must be thrilled!”

“I am! Extremely! And this couldn’t have come at a better time. My daily life is so monotonous that I was going crazy sitting in my apartment day after day catering to Jesse’s needs at the expense of mine. That is about to change. You've no idea what this will do for me. I’ll forever be grateful.” 

“Well,” said Felicia, tilting her head to one side, “let’s get down to brass tacks. Here’s the contract we need you to sign. Take your time to read it carefully because the terms are irrevocable. If you want, you can call your lawyer to take a look, but whatever the case, you must hand it in today or the offer is off the table.” 

“I don’t have a lawyer. I didn’t think I’d need one.”

“Well, you don’t really need one,” she said, her voice cutting over his. “Some people like a lawyer to look over every contract they receive before signing. This one is pretty straightforward, in my opinion.”

As she spoke, Eli scanned the pages of the contract and did not find clauses that would justify hiring a lawyer and risking late submission. At intervals, his mind flew to Jesse. He knew what she would expect him to do in that circumstance, so he was determined to do the opposite.

“I’ll be fine,” Eli finally said to Felicia, grinning at the thoughts that were flying around in his head.

“In that case, I presume you’ll be ready to submit it to me at the end of the hour. Good luck to you!” Felicia said, handing Eli a pen.

“Thank you. I’ll do my best to get it done on time.”

“Remember to select the duration of your stay—at least three months. Oh, and pay attention to that section there,” she said, pointing at the fine print. “Come with me. I’ve got a comfortable desk for you to work out of.” 

She got up and stepped out of the room with Eli trailing behind her. Two doors down, she stopped to usher him in. As she swept her hair away from her neck in slow motion, Eli spotted a tattoo of an echoing heart at the nape of her neck. It was an interesting color, a shade between purple and red. A black arrow with a golden point was shooting out of the left side of the tattoo.

Eli wanted to
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